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An ACCOUNT of the GAME o/'CHESS, as played by the 
CHINESE, in a LETTER/row EYLES IRWIN, Efq; 
to the Right Honeurabk the EARL o^ CH A RLEMONT, 
Prejident of the Royal Ir't/h Academy^ 



My Lord, 

1 CONSIDER no apology neceflary for tliis intrufion oh th6 RcadNor. 
public fituation in which your talents and reputation have * 
placed you. Whatever tends to the acceilion of knowledge, 
or the illuftration of antiquity, cannot prove unacceptable to 
your Lordfhip, when adding a mite to the Tranfadlions of the 
Academy which is diftinguifhed by your fuperintendence. 

Why I have addrefled a fubje<3; of this nature to the Irifli 
Academy, when there is a fociety exilling who feems to have 

a title 
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a title to it from its name — or why the firft offering of 
my refearches fhould proceed from the remote empire of 
XMm, &r^, I tffiftj ^fK€*8e«g^ ^at «fg not neceflkry for me 
to refolve. If a patriot wifli to promote the fpirit of invefti- 
gation in my country, by the exertion of my mean abilities, 
be ixDt denied me^ I am indifievent t«> cenfure or praife on 
this occafion. 

I U\JWr pfetoife tb^ your LoTcHhijp^ dbaty duting m long. T€fi- 
dence in the Eaft Indies, where the game of Chefs is generally 
fuppofed to have originated, I had often heard of its exiflence 
in China, though on a different footing, as well in refped 
to the powers of the King, as to the afpedt of the field of 
battle. The Bramins, who excel in this game, and with 
whom I ufed frequently to play for improvement, had a tra- 
dition of this nature, which is a further argument in behalf of 
what I am about to advance. But, with all my enqui- 
ries from perfons who had been there, and from the pub- 
li^itAotis Tfciaciv^ tso Clana, I couM mtver obtaa» aoy con- 
fiTmiatioin of the game bemg evea ica©wa ia the cotmtry, 
&<dtpc thak. ehamb«*, in his Didionary, mention* it no be 
the fevdttfite paftirac of the la^diies, but <^<MEe6 no ftutlioriey 
fete" the affcrtitm. 

Some unlooked-for circumftances in the courfe of the laft 
year at length brmight mt «> the quarter, which I had once 
*i»^hed, b-at never expected, to vifit. I i»eed n<>t lay, that 

among 
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among other .ohje<fls of curiofity, I was ea,gei' to aicertalfl ^c 
reality of the Bramins ftory. And if the diiBculty of acquiriiig 
information here, not more from the want of interpreters, 
than the jealoufy of the government, we;:e not well known 
in Europe, I fhould be alhamed to tell your Lordfhip that I 
defpaired of fuccefs for fbme time. A young Mandarin, how- 
ever, of the profeffion of arms,, having an inguifitive tiurn, was 
my fre<juent vifitor ; and, what no queftions could hav^ ^rawn 
from him, the accidental fight of an Englifli chqfs-board effedled. 
He told me, that the Chinefe hatl a game of the £ame nature j 
and, on his fpecifying a difference in the pieces and bo^d, I 
perceived, with joy, that I had difcovered the defideratnm pf 
which I had been fo long in fearch. The very next day my 
Mandarin brought me the board and eqvipagc ; and I fovnd, 
that the Bramins were neither miftaken touching the boar^, 
which has a river in the middle to divide the conteadiug 
parties, nor in the powers of the Kipg, who is en^repqhed 
in a fort, and moves only in that fpace, in every .dire<5lioii. 
But, what I did not before hear, aor do I believe is knpwn 
out of this country, th«re are two .pieces, whofe movements 
zYc difkind; from any in the Indian or European ^ame. The 
Mandarin, which anfwers to our biihop, in hia ftation and 
fidelong courfe, cannot, through age, crofs the river; and s. 
rocket-^boy, ftill ufed in the Indian armies, who is (^aKipned 
between the lines of each party, adls literally with thempjipn 
of the rocket, by vaulting over a man, and taking his adver^ 
fary at the other end of the board. Except that the King has 

hi» 
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his two fons to fupport him, inftead of a Queen, the game, 
in other refpe<5ls, is like ours ; as will appear in the plan of 
the board and pieces I have the honour to enclofe, together 
with dire<flions to place the men and play the game. 

As the young man who had difcovered this to me was of 
a communicative and obliging difpofition, and was at this time 
purfuing his ftudies in the college of Canton, I requeftcd the 
favour of him to confult fuch ancient books as might give 
fome infight into the period of the introdudlion of Chefs into 
China; to confirm, if poffible, the idea that ftruck me of its 
having originated here. The acknowledged antiquity of this 
empire, the tmchangeable Hate of her cuftoms and manners, 
beyond that of any other nation in the world ; and more 
e^ecially the fimplicity of the game xtfelf, when compared to 
its compafs and variety in other parts, appeared to give a 
coloTor to my belief. That I was not difappointed in the event, 
I have no doubt will be allowed, on the perufal of the tran- 
flation of a manufcript extract, which my friend Tinqua 
brought me, in compliance with my defire ; and which, accom- 
panied by the Ghinefe manufcript, goes under cover to your 
Lordfliip. As the Mandarin folemnly affured me that he took 
it from the work quoted, and the tranflation has been as 
accurately made as poffible, I have no hefitation to deliver the 
papers as authentic. 



In 
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In the purfuit of one curiofity I flatter liiyfelf that I 
have flumbled by accident on another, and have gone feme 
length to reftore to the Chinefe the invention of gun- 
powder, fb long difp\ited with them by the Europeans j 
but which the evidence on their chefs-board, in the adlion 
of the rocket, feems to eftablifh beyond a doubt. The 
inftitution of the game is likcwife difcovered to form the 
principal aera in the Chinefe hiftory ; fince, by the conqueft 
of Shenfi, the kingdom was firfl; cqnnedled in its prefent 
form, and the monarch affumed the title of Emperor, as 
may be feen in the extradl which I have obtained from their 
annals. 

From thefe premifes I have therefore ventured to make 
the following inferences ; — That the game of Chefs is pro- 
bably of Chinefe origin. That* the confined fituation and 
powers of the King, refembling thofe of a monarch in the 
earlier parts of the world, countenance this fuppofition ; and 
that, as it travelled weflward, and defcended to later timesj 
the fovereign prerogative extended itfelf, until it became unH-^ 
mited, as in our flate of the game. That the agency of the 
Princes, in lieu of the Queen, befpeaks forcibly the nature of 
the Chinefe cufloms, which exclude females from all power 
or influence whatever; which Princes, in its pafTage through 
Perlia, were changed into a fingle Vizier, or minifter of flate, 
with the enlarged portion of delegated authority that exifts 
there ; inftead of whom, the European nations, with their ufual 

Vol. V. [ H ] gallantry. 
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gallantry, adopted a Queen on their board *. That the river 
between the parties is expreffive of the general face of this 
country, where a battle could hardly be fought without en- 
countering an interruption of this kind, which the foldier was 
here taught- to overcome ; but that, on the introdvidion of the 
game into Periia, the board changed with the dry nature of 
the region, and the conteft was decided on terra firma. And 
laftly, that in no account of the origin of Chefs, that I have 
read, has the tale been £6 chara(5leriftic or confiftent as that 
which I have the honour to offer to the Irifh Academy. 
With the Indians, it was defigned by a Bramin to cure the 
melancholy of the daughter of a Rajah. With the Perfians, 
my memory does not affift me to trace the fable ; though, if 
it were more to the purpofe, I think I ihould have retained 
it. But, with the Chinefe, it was invented by an experienced 
foldier, on the principles of war. Not to difpel love-fick va- 
pours, or inftru(5t a female in a fcience that could neitlier 
benefit nor inform her ; but to quiet the murmurs of a 
difcontented foldiery; to employ their vacant hours in leflbns 
on the military art, and to cherilh the fpirit of conqueft in 
the bofom of winter quarters. Its age is traced by them on 

record 



• That on the acquifition of fo ftrong a piece as the Vizier, the Pa'o were 
fuppreffed, this as pofleffing powers unintelligible, at that time, to other nations i 
and three pawns added, in confequence, to make up the number of men ; and that 
as difcipline improved, the lines, which are ftraggling on the Chinefe board, might 
have been clofed on ours. 



[ S9 ] 

record near two centuries before the Chriftian sera ; and among 
the numerous claims for this noble invention, that of the 
Chinefe, who call it, by way of diftindlion, Chong K^, or 
The Royal Game, appears alone to be indifputable. 

I have the honour to remain, 

MY LORD, 

Your Lordfhip's obedient. 

Humble fervant, 

EYLES IRWIN. 

Canton, 
14th March 1793. 
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Tranjlation of an ExtraH from the Concum^ or Chinefe Annals^ 
refpe&ing the Invention of the Game of Chefs^ delivered to me by 
Tinqua^ a Soldier Mandarin of the Province of Fokien. 



THRE£ hundred and feventy-nine years after the time of 
Confucius, or one thoufand nine hundred and fixty-five years 
ago, Hung Cocbu, Kiiig 'Of Kiangnan, fent an expedition into 
the Shenfi country, undef the command of a Mandarin, called 
Haiifing, to conquer it. After one fuccefsful campaign, the 
foldiers were put into winter quarters ; where, finding the 
weather much colder than what they had he^^ acoliftomed 
to, and being alfo deprived of their wives and families, the 
army, in general, became impatient of their fituation, and 
clamorous to return home. Hanfing, ^ upon this, reVolved in 
his mind the bad confequences of complying with their 
wilhes. The neceiHty of foothing his troops, and reconciling 
them to their pofition, appeared urgent, in order to finifh his 
operations in the enfuing year. He was a man of genius, 
as well as a good foldier ; and having contemplated fome time 
on the fubjecl, he invented the game of Chefs, as well for 
an amufement to his men in their vacant hours, as to in- 
flame their military ardour, the game being wholly founded 
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on the principles of war. The ftratagcm fucceeded to his 
wifli. The foldiery were delighted with the game ; and forgot, 
in their daily contefts for vidlory, the inconveniencies of their 
poll. In the fpring the. general took the field again ; and, in 
a few months, added the rich country of Shenfi to the king- 
dom of KJangnan, by the defeat and capture of its King, Chou- 
payuen *, a famous warrior among the Chinefe. On this 
conqueft Hung Cochu aflumed the title of Emperor, and 
Choupayuen put an end to his own life in defpair. 



* The fame romantic tales are circulated of the provrefs of Choupayuen as of 
our celebrated Guy Earl of Warwick. 



Explanation of the Tofition^ Powers and Moves of the Pieces on the 
Chinefe Chefs Boards or Chong Ke (Royal Game), 

AS there are nine pieces inftead of eight, to occupy the 
rear rank, they ftand on the lines between, and not within, 
the fquares. The game is confequently played on the lines. 

The King, or Chong, ftands in the middle line of this row. 
His moves referable thofe of our King, but are confined to 
the fortrefe marked out for him. 

The 



[ 6. 3 

The two Princes, or Sou, fland oil each fide of him, and 
have equal powers and limits. 

The Mandarins, or Tchong, anfwer to our Bifhops, and have 
the fame moves, except that they cannot crofs the water or 
white fpace in the middle of the board to annoy the enemy, 
but Hand on the defenfive. 

The Knights, or rather Horfes, called Maa, (land and move 
like ours in every refpedt. 

The War-chariots, or Tche, referable our Rooks or Caftles. 

The Rocket-boys, or Pao, are pieces whofe motions and 
powers were, unknown to us. They a(^ with the dire<5lion of 
a rocket, and can take none of their adverfary's men that 
have not a piece or pawn intervening. To defend your men 
from this attack it is neceifary to open the line between, 
either to take off the check on the King, or to fave a man 
from being captured by the Pab. Their operation is, other- 
wife, like that of the Rook. Their ftations are marked between 
the Pieces and Pawns. 

The five Pawns, or Ping, make up the number of the men 
equal to that of our board. Inftead of taking fideways, like 
ours, they have the Rook's motion, except that it is limited to 
one ilep, and is not retrograde. Another important point, 

in 
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in which the Ping differs from ours, is that they continue 
in ftatu quo, after reaching their adverfary's head quarters. 
It will appear, however, that the Chihefe pieces far exceed the 
proportion of ours; which occafions the whole force of the 
conteft to fall on them, and thereby precludes the beauty 
and variety of our game, when reduced to a ftruggle between 
the Pawns, who are capable of the higheft promotion, and 
often change the fortune of the day. The pofts of the Ping 
are marked in front. 

EYLES IRWIN, 



